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A growing understanding of urban agriculture’s 
benefits is generating enthusiasm around the 
ability to legitimize it through formal planning 
processes. Social, physical, environmental 
and economic benefits are consistently 
highlighted as impacts of urban agriculture 
(UA). While still somewhat niche, urban 
agriculture is increasingly considered part of a 
municipal strategy to beautify neighborhoods, 
create jobs and new businesses, increase 
nutrition access, develop community cohesion 
and increase property values in distressed 
communities. Currently, research on urban 
agriculture’s impacts is limited, particularly 
relating to economic development. The need 
for more impact data and longitudinal studies 
is clear. An increased focus on implementation 
challenges may help cities that are actively 
planning for urban agriculture foresee and 
overcome the difficulty in harvesting all the 
potential benefits they seek.  
This study examined Homegrown Baltimore: 
Grow Local – Baltimore City’s Urban 
Agriculture Plan within the framework of 
recommended planning actions to facilitate 
urban agriculture. Baltimore adopted Grow 
Local in 2013 as a “tool for building a more 
robust urban agriculture sector” to address 
economic and health related challenges 
throughout the city. Grow Local outlines 
a range of actions to create favorable 
conditions to incentivize urban agricultural 
activity. Research for this study included an 
assessment of the plan itself, a status update 
of each policy, and identification of ongoing 
barriers to progress from the perspective of 
both policy professionals and UA practitioners. 
If urban agriculture is to be further supported 
by public and private efforts, it is important 
to understand whether these policies 
are progressing and if not, what hinders 
implementation. 
Findings revealed a plan that incorporates 
most of the best planning practices for 
facilitating urban agriculture, a cautious 
attitude among key members of the grower  
communityand an environment of hopeful 
uncertainty for policy professionals. Major 
challenges to implementing Grow Local are 
the lack of full-time personnel designated to 
shepherding UA efforts, competing priorities 
between city departments and maintaining a 
secure source of funding.
Urban agriculture 
can be defined as “the 
growing, processing 
and distribution 
of food & other 
products through 
intensive plant 
cultivation & animal 





Urban agriculture is evolving from a fringe, 
guerilla activity into a recognized strategy for 
addressing some of the enduring challenges 
facing distressed urban communities. The 
practice of urban agriculture can be traced at 
least as far back as the Middle Ages, yet its 
acceptance and promotion among leaders 
has waxed and waned over the years (Lovell 
Taylor 2010). Since 2000, a growing chorus 
of community activists, academics, planners 
and public health professionals, has advocated 
for the support of urban agriculture and food 
systems planning within the urban planning 
realm.  
Myriad benefits are attributed to urban 
agriculture, including positive impacts of social, 
health and economic significance (Golden 
2013). According to Golden, experts and 
researchers cite these benefits as justification 
for urban agriculture planning within the 
context of larger comprehensive initiatives. 
However, the body of research measuring 
these impacts is limited in size and scope 
due to the newness of the field within formal 
planning practice and the difficulty of tracking 
the various projects that fall under the UA 
umbrella (2013). Although urban agriculture’s 
benefits are growing in mainstream appeal, 
planning and regulatory barriers commonly 
hinder its practice (Raja, et. al. 2016). Morales, 
et. al. note that these barriers are typically 
the unintended consequences of traditional 
planning approaches to zoning the city and 
regulating land uses (2010).
A set of consistent recommendations 
now exist to guide cities in eliminating 
barriers and unlocking the benefits of urban 
agriculture. According to Hendrickson, these 
recommendations range from the rewriting of 
zoning codes to the creation of municipal or 
regional food systems plans that specifically 
include an urban agriculture component. 
Communities are encouraged to formalize 
agricultural practice in its many typologies as a 
legitimate and beneficial land use (2012). 
Baltimore is among the American cities that 
have fully embraced urban agriculture for 
its promise of health and economic benefit 
potential. The city has made this embrace 
manifest through the Homegrown Baltimore: 
Grow Local urban agriculture plan adopted 
in 2013. The plan’s adoption is too recent for 
a full assessment of its impacts. However, 
the challenges to taking this plan from the 
page to the streets may have important 
implications for other cities that choose to take 
the urban agriculture plan route and struggle 
with poverty, high unemployment and ample 
available land.
In the case of Baltimore, this study asks 
whether adopting the recommended planning 
actions is sufficient to induce a “robust” urban 
agricultural sector. With a quality plan in place, 
what outstanding barriers to implementation 
does the city then face? The answers to these 
questions are relevant if urban planning is to 
move from a theoretical to a practical embrace 
of urban agriculture. 
Background 
Despite its lengthy history, urban agriculture 
remains a highly informal practice. The USDA 
does not engage in the comprehensive 
tracking of urban agricultural spaces and 
projects across the United States, nor does 
any other entity at the current time. However, 
composite city case studies by Hodgson, Raja 
and Greenstein, and others reveal that the 
number of projects and practitioners is indeed 
increasing (2011; 2010; 2015). 
And this is just the latest chapter in the long 
history of urban food cultivation. According 
to Lovell Taylor, cities around the globe 
have always had an urban agriculture 
component. Growing food in cities was often 
a matter of necessity, with gardens used for 
essential household food security. Kitchen 
gardens became commonplace in European 
households during the Middle Ages as a 
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source of fresh produce and herbs. High in the 
Andes, Machu Picchu was established in the 
1500s equipped with integrated agricultural 
infrastructure (2010). In the 1890s, some 
U.S. cities began granting low-income and 
unemployed residents access to vacant land 
for food cultivation (Meenar & Hoover 2012). 
American city dwellers not only took to growing 
food for sustenance but also found jobs on 
urban farms during the Great Depression 
(Lovell Taylor 2010). During World War II, 
the federal government encouraged citizens 
to plant so-called “victory gardens” to supply 
their own fresh food. At their peak, these 
gardens produced approximately 44 percent of 
vegetables in the U.S. (Flournoy, et. al. 2012).
Mainstream American perceptions of urban 
agriculture’s role shifted following World 
War II. According to McClintock, the end of 
the war signaled a 50-year hiatus of formal 
government support for urban agriculture 
(2011). In fact, zoning in many cities no longer 
included agriculture as an approved land use 
classification by the middle of the 20th century 
(Hodgson, et. al. 2012). In the 60s and 70s, 
urban food growing experienced a resurgence 
as part of various protest and  subversive 
movements in the absence of government 
support (McClintock 2011). Morales & Mukherji 
explain that the Black Panther Party and 
other groups responded to urban decline, 
concerns over the energy crisis, environmental 
degradation and declining food quality by 
growing local food. Urban agriculture gradually 
gained converts and interested groups in 
deindustrialized cities such as Detroit and 
Philadelphia worked to develop intensive 
growing models aimed at generating income 
(2011). By the early 2000s, some cities began 
moving toward protecting urban agriculture 
as a valuable urban activity, susceptible to 
disruption and displacement by commercial 
development and gentrification (2011). 
Urban Agriculture & Planning Today
Today, urban agriculture is one element of 
local food systems generating increased 
interest and focus among professional planners 
and planning scholars (Greenstein, et. al. 
2015). No comprehensive data exists on the 
full size and scope of UA. However, according 
to Hendrickson & Porth, some estimates 
suggest that urban farming businesses could 
gross $50,000 per acre if intensive cultivation 
methods and aggressive marketing were 
applied, making it an interesting community 
and economic development tool (2012). If 
these estimates were realized, a city with 1,000 
acres of available land could see an additional 
$50 million in economic activity per year.
While growing food in the urban context 
is nothing new, modern city planners and 
residents still require an orientation to urban 
agriculture. The Community Food Security 
Coalition offers a comprehensive framing of 
urban agriculture as “the growing, processing 
and distributing of food and other products 
through intensive plant cultivation and animal 
husbandry in and around cities” (Brown 
2002). Definitions consistently and necessarily 
include processing, distribution and marketing 
functions as equally important to the actual 
growing of food crops (Voigt 2016; Raja 2010; 
Flournoy, et. al. 2012). The activities that 
comprise urban agriculture take many forms 
within the urbanized environment. Broad 
typologies range from public to private, in-
ground to raised bed, indoor to outdoor and 
horizontal to vertical and more. The following 
table adapted from Hodgson, et. al. outlines 
common typologies in use today:
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Table 1.1. Urban Agriculture Typologies
Table 1.2. Scales of Urban Agriculture
(Adapted from Hodgson, et. al. 2011)
(Morales & Mukherji 2010)
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UA projects also vary in terms of land use 
extent and cultivation intensity. Morales & 
Mukherji provide a convenient matrix (shown 
below) for understanding these classifications 
and their relationships. Extensive typologies 
require greater land area, whereas less 
extensive typologies result in a smaller 
footprint. Intensive typologies usually point 
to commercial scale production whereas less 
intensive operations are ideal for lower yield 
uses. Cities typically require less extensive 
but more intensive growing systems due to 
land value considerations and the interest 
in maximizing return – socially as well as 
economically - per square foot (Morales & 
Mukherji 2010). While most known urban farms 
are smaller than one acre in size, the footprint 
of larger UA projects ranges from 4 acres to 
over 100 acres (Hendrickson & Porth 2012).
Thilbert finds that until recent decades, 
professional planning has had virtually no role 
in the advancement of urban agriculture. Urban 
agriculture in North America materialized as a 
social and environmental response to urban 
decline in spite of formal planning (2012). 
City Beautiful era planning left a legacy of 
failure in terms of designing cities devoid of 
potentially unseemly yet necessary activities 
such as agriculture (Raja 2015). According to 
Greenstein, et. al., as recently as 2000, studies 
showed that professional planning lacked a 
relationship with community food systems 
components, including urban agriculture. By 
2015, interest in local food systems and urban 
agriculture had expanded within academic 
programs as well as in the field. Today, a 
growing number of planners recognize the 
intersection between urban agriculture and 
more standard realms of planning such as land 
use, public health and economic development. 
This recognition appears to be a result of 
popularized and widely-cited research (Bailkey 
2002, Hodgson 2011, Raja2015 and Balmer, 
et. al. 2005) underlining the benefits associated 
with urban agriculture as part of a sustainable 
local food system and a sustainable city 
(2015).
Image Credit:Uncommon Ground Image Credit:City Farmer News
Image Credit: CityCrop Image Credit: CropbBox
Rooftop garden plots in raised beds
Hydroponic, soil-less growing Climate-controlled, container farms
In-ground, open-air row crops
Urban Agriculture Typologies
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The Case for Urban Agriculture
The acceptance of urban agriculture as a 
formal planning tool is a relatively recent 
phenomenon (Greenstein, et. al. 2015). As 
such, studies showing quantifiable impacts of 
urban agriculture are extremely limited. Existing 
research instead focuses on potential benefits 
of and recommendations for eliminating 
barriers to UA practice. Current literature 
reveals that UA’s utility is comprehensive in 
that its practice incorporates much more than 
just food production. Advocates argue that 
urban agriculture offers four basic categories 
of benefits to communities engaged in UA 
practice: health, environmental, social and 
economic. 
Health
UA is reported to yield health benefits including 
greater food access/security, increased fresh 
food consumption, improved nutrition literacy 
and physical activity (Golden 2013; Hodgson, 
et. al., 2011). According to Golden, while 
urban agriculture is not a solution to ending 
hunger in cities, reports indicate that as much 
as 726,000 pounds of food has been donated 
from urban agriculture projects for community 
consumption and researchers found it common 
for urban growers to share their harvest with 
neighborhood members (2013). Studies have 
also shown that growers and those who have 
a family or friends  involved with an urban 
garden or farm are 3.5 times more likely to 
consume five servings of fresh foods daily 
(Golden 2013). According to Hodgson, et. 
al., and Hoover, urban agriculture increases 
access to fresh produce and provides a source 
of physical activity. Urban gardens and farms 
often offer hands-on cultivation experience and 
nutrition education directly tied to growing fresh 
foods. In the case of Minneapolis and St. Paul, 
the Youth Farm & Market Project engages up 
to 800 youth per year in growing, harvesting 
and cooking fresh local foods (2012; 2013). 
Environment
Open-air UA typologies can contribute to 
improving environmental conditions in cities. 
According to Bailkey & Kaufman, Hoover, 
Hodgson and Golden, farms help increase 
green space and pervious surfaces, thus 
eliminating some burden on stormwater 
management systems. More food produced 
within cities reduces food miles traveled 
and the carbon footprint for daily food 
needs. Hyper-local produce also decreases 
pollution from delivery trucks carrying fresh 
food from afar. Another important impact is 
the reuse of former brownfields and other 
contaminated land for plant cultivation. With 
proper safety precautions, the cultivation of 
food or ornamental plants on such land can be 
a boon to the city (2000; 2013; 2011; 2013). 
Finally, organic waste diversion is an important 
and growing environmental benefit of UA. 
Projects such as Milwaukee’s Growing Power 
can produce as much as 11 million pounds 
of compost using food waste diverted from 
municipal waste streams (Flournoy, et. al. 
2012).
Social 
Qualitative case studies and surveys have 
credited UA practice with such social 
impacts as creating safe spaces, supporting 
the building of social capital and providing 
community cohesion points (Golden 2013; 
Hodgson, et. al. 2012; Raja 2016). Putting 
vacant, abandoned or underutilized space 
to use for agriculture allows the community 
greater stewardship of public spaces and make 
such places safer through increased activity 
and attention (Hodgson 2013).  According to 
Meenar & Hoover, Urban farms and gardens 
are commonly the setting for non-traditional 
programming, creating opportunities to 
increase social efficacy and community 
cohesion. Residents may learn to be advocates 
and exert power in arenas outside local food 
issues (2012). UA also reportedly has the 
capacity to boost local self-sufficiency and 
resilience by supplying food from within the 
neighborhood (Golden 2013).
Economic
Finally, the economic benefits associated with 
urban agriculture are of particular interest 
to cities. Such potential benefits include 
supplemental income for growers, job training 
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and new employment opportunities, food 
savings for residents, increased property 
values and productive reuse of vacant land 
(Bailkey 2000; Hodgson, et. al. 2012; Hoover 
2013). 
Cantrell, et. al. uses economic modeling to 
conclude that a local food system including 
urban agriculture could yield 1,889 new 
jobs and $187 million in net new income for 
Michigan State (2006). One report projects 
that urban farming businesses can gross more 
than $50,000 per acre (Hendrickson & Porth 
2012), while another cites a $60,000 per year 
potential with the proper crops and growing 
methods (Mogk 2010). Flournoy reports that 
projects in Cleveland and Detroit are expected 
to yield big economic gains. Cleveland’s Green 
City Growers is estimating 35-40 living wage 
UA jobs over 8 years on a 5-acre project, 
while Detroit’s SHAR expects city agriculture 
to generate 2,500 to 3,500 full-time jobs 
after 2022 on a 30-acre project (2012). (It 
should be noted that these projects are high-
tech, hydroponic growing operations.) Barth, 
Flournoy, et. al. and Meenar & Hoover all 
emphasize job training and business incubation 
as important effects of urban agriculture and 
a local food economy (2014; 2012; 2012). 
Community Development Corporations could 
expand on existing work by facilitating local 
microenterprises and develop local food-
based businesses (Bailkey & Kaufman 2000). 
Farmers markets and community supported 
agriculture (CSAs) can help small farms or 
market gardens generate between $35,000 
(UCS 2016) and $68,000 (Mogk 2010) per 
year. Small farms with sales $50,000 or less 
are most dependent on the ability to sell direct 
to consumers (Martinez 2010).
Urban agriculture is shown to result in millions 
in economic savings for individuals and cities 
per year. Residents can potentially save on 
food purchases by supplementing household 
grocery needs with fresh produce harvested 
locally. Community gardens are estimated 
to save households approximately $700 per 
year on fresh food when used as such a 
supplemental source (Meenar & Hoover 2012). 
Additionally, the return on investment for 
individuals or communities is impressive: every 
$1 invested in community gardens returns an 
estimated $6 worth of food (Flournoy 2012). 
Municipalities also stand to save money 
otherwise required for securing, cleaning 
and landscaping underutilized and vacant 
properties. Deindustrialized cities such as 
Philadelphia, Cleveland, Detroit and Baltimore 
are encouraging the conversion of some 
vacant public properties to agricultural projects, 
saving these cities the cost of maintenance 
(Barth 2013). In the case of Baltimore, 
the annual budget for maintaining vacant 
properties is $8.38 million (City of Baltimore 
2016). According to Golden, urban gardens 
have been shown to increase property values 
by up to 9.4% within a 5-year period (2012).
Image Credit: Rosalba Lopez Ramirez/Kelly St. Garden
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Barriers to Urban Agricultural 
Practice 
Practicing agriculture in the city and actualizing 
these benefits comes with a unique set of 
barriers. Wortman & Taylor Lovell summarize 
the recurring challenges as environmental 
conditions, questions of land tenure, water 
access, financial resources, and regulatory 
barriers. Factors such as contaminated soil, 
air pollution and water safety not only affect 
agricultural practices in the city but may also 
preclude growing without specialized methods 
and safety precautions for consumption. Water 
access can be problematic and expensive 
when setting up on vacant land (2013). Once 
water lines are secured, retail use rates and 
servicing may be cost-prohibitive without some 
municipal financial support (Henrickson & Porth 
2012). 
Land tenure is a top concern for urban growers 
as cities often see agricultural uses as a stop-
gap or temporary activity in lieu of the highest 
and best use for land (Flournoy, et. al. 2012; 
Hendrickson & Porth 2012; Lovell Taylor 
2010). Land is often too expensive or difficult 
to acquire in the face of fierce competing 
interests and uses (Lovell Taylor 2010). 
Perhaps one of the most famous examples of 
urban farming losing such a battle involves the 
case of 350 farmers and South Central Farm 
in Los Angeles. According to Linthicum, the 
city acquired fourteen acres of industrial land 
in south central L.A. from a developer using 
eminent domain but never developed the land 
as planned. Residents cultivated crops on the 
vacant site for 12 years, until they were forcibly 
evicted after the land was sold back to the 
original developer (2011). 
Access to capital is commonly cited as a critical 
barrier to urban agricultural projects, with both 
cities and banks failing to meet the demands 
of emerging urban farmers (Hendrickson & 
Porth 2012; Flournoy, et. al. 2012). In a 2012 
survey of urban farmers across the midwest, all 
participants cited access to adequate financing 
options as a barrier to UA practice with most 
respondents indicating that it was barrier 
encountered “often” (Hendrickson & Porth 
2012).
Finally, and most directly related to 
conventional planning, are the regulatory 
barriers to urban agriculture. According to 
Morales & Mukherji, Hendrickson & Porth, 
Golden, Hodgson, et. al. and Voigt, a common 
challenge to urban agriculture comes in 
the form of restrictive zoning. Seemingly 
innocuous statutes may prohibit agriculture 
as a primary or accessory use, outlaw on-site 
processing and/or selling, prevent the building 
of accessory structures and restrict any kind of 
animal husbandry, effectively chipping away 
at the activities that are necessary for a robust 
urban agricultural operation (2010; 2012; 2013; 
2011; 2016).
From the Critics & Skeptics
Not all assessments of urban agriculture are 
unequivocally positive. Martinez highlights 
that findings are inconclusive regarding local 
food’s impacts on reducing carbon emissions. 
Where food supply chains are identical, the 
one covering a greater travel distance will 
necessarily require more energy and cause 
more pollution. However, efficiencies in 
conventional food chains have been shown to 
require lower energy use on a per-unit basis 
compared to local distribution chains (2010). 
Meanwhile, studies show mixed results 
regarding impacts on consumer nutrition levels. 
It is questionable whether local food is needed 
where community education and engagement 
are focused on nutrition literacy. According 
to Martinez, at least one study revealed that 
introducing a garden-based in-class curriculum 
resulted in increased fresh food consumption 
in children. This positive benefit came without 
any effort to increase local food access or 
availability. Researches are not able to say 
definitively whether local characteristics are 
driving these results, or if innovative curricula 
and cafeteria menu changes are responsible 
(2010). 
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Hendrickson & Porth explain that concerns 
commonly arise over urban farm aesthetics 
and potential impacts on property value. 
Although urban farms and gardens are shown 
to increase property value in distressed 
neighborhoods, some activities are construed 
as nuisances. Composting can ring rodent 
alarm bells and noise from farm animals 
may be cause for complaint. If not properly 
maintained, such potential nuisances 
can develop into serious problems for the 
neighborhood (2012). 
Perhaps the fiercest UA criticism involves 
perpetuating inequities in low-income, 
minority neighborhoods. Meenar & Hoover 
explain that while the UA movement subverts 
the industrial food system dominated by 
powerful corporations, it simultaneously 
generates unjust consequences. Among these 
unintended consequences is unequal access 
to and distribution of critical resources such 
as land and economic benefits (2012). Hoover 
expands on these themes, finding that the 
exercise of white, middle class privilege leads 
to concentrated control of local food production 
in the hands of the already privileged. This in 
turn results in the further marginalization and 
exclusion of racial minorities in neighborhoods 
where UA is predominantly practiced. This 
is a serious ongoing conflict for a movement 
aimed at democratizing what has become a 
highly corporate food system. Concentrated 
ownership and control among any single group 
is also an indictment against UA’s claims of 
increasing food sovereignty by empowering 
communities to control their own food 
production (2013).   
For the Converted, 
Recommendations to Facilitate 
Urban Agriculture
Standard recommendations have emerged 
to help eliminate barriers and create 
an environment conducive to urban 
agricultural practice. Authorities on urban 
agriculture, including Bailkey, Hodgson, 
Hendrickson, Balmer, Raja and Flournoy 
explain that planners interested in realizing 
urban agriculture’s benefits must take a 
comprehensive approach, legitimizing urban 
agriculture through land use and strategic 
plans. Cities should recognize urban 
agriculture as an important component of a 
city’s land management tactics, clarify their 
interest through comprehensive plans and 
support those plans with targeted urban 
agriculture policies through a designated body 
or department (2000; 2011; 2012; 2005). 
According to Voigt, a piecemeal approach is 
potentially worse than no policies, causing 
confusion and frustration among those seeking 
to grow, process and sell local produce 
(2012). Planners should develop community 
goals and a vision for urban agriculture 
through partnerships across sectors and with 
residents (Hodgson, et. al. 2011). Cities are 
even advised to go so far as to identify and 
provide land for farming (Flournoy 2012). 
Hodgson and Balmer also advise the creation 
of food charters and establishing food policy 
or agricultural councils to inform such efforts 
(2011; 2005).
Zoning ordinances are identified as a key 
mechanism for eliminating barriers and 
unlocking urban agriculture’s potential (Bailkey 
& Kaufman 2000; Balmer, et. al. 2005; Raja 
& Wooten 2010; Raja 2016; Kisner 2011; 
Voigt 2012; Flournoy 2012). Planners are 
advised to zone for urban gardens and 
farms as an allowable use in a wide range of 
zones, not just residential areas (Bailkey & 
Kaufman 2000; Kisner 2011; Voigt 2012). To 
maximize economic benefits specifically, cities 
are encouraged to rewrite zoning codes to 
establish agriculture as an explicit use category 
and permit year-round, on-site sales activities 
or markets (Balmer 2005; Bailkey & Kaufmann 
2000; Hodgson, et. al. 2011, Morales & 
Mukherji 2010). Agriculture should be approved 
as a home occupation, as opposed to the 
prevailing arrangement where any commercial 
UA activity is restricted on residential property 
(Voigt 2012). Storage sheds, greenhouses, 
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hoop houses and aquaculture tanks expand 
potential profits so zoning should explicitly 
allow auxiliary structures to accommodate 
farm needs (Morales & Mukherji 2010; Bouvier 
2013; Hodgson 2011). Effective zoning should 
account for microlivestock such as bees and 
chickens, which play a valuable role in the food 
production and education (Voigt 2012).   
Creating designated agricultural districts 
is recommended to address land tenure 
concerns and prevent other development 
from dominating land acquisition (Morales & 
Mukherji 2010). Agriculture districts can ward 
off competing land uses and development 
types by prioritizing agricultural uses in 
strategic areas (Voigt 2012). Planners can use 
this approach to make land available and easily 
obtainable for conversion to productive growing 
space (Morales & Mukherji 2010; Henderson & 
Porth 2012).
Planners should work to direct funding toward 
UA projects (Barth 2014; Morales & Mukherji 
2010; Hodgson, et. al. 2011; Flournoy 2012). 
Available land must be accompanied by 
financial support (Morales & Mukherji 2010) 
and planners can advocate for deferred or 
reduced property taxes, subsidized water 
utilities, grants or low-interest loans and 
business training services (Barth 2014; 
Flournoy 2012) to help entrepreneurs launch 
urban farms and reach financial sustainability. 
Hodgson, et. al. add that economic multipliers 
including sales, jobs and tax revenue are 
made obvious as growers develop a network. 
Thus, planners should promote investment in 
the physical and intellectual infrastructure that 
supports urban farms (2011).
Research Limitations
Urban agriculture’s health, environmental, 
social and economic benefits are consistent 
in current literature. However, there are no 
comprehensive or longitudinal studies that 
quantify the impacts of implementing the 
recommended planning strategies for urban 
agriculture. Nearly all of the studies reviewed 
for this proposal were case studies, with the 
exceptions being a few reports based on USDA 
and regional level economic data. Golden 
indicates that measures of the economic 
impacts of urban agriculture are difficult to 
find (2013). Limited studies address economic 
impacts in quantitative terms and these 
typically use projected jobs and wealth creation 
in lieu of primary data (Hendrickson & Porth 
2012; Voigt 2012; Flournoy 2012).
According to Barth, urban agriculture as a 
formalized land use is too new to comprehend 
the long-term impacts of policies. Data 
collection should take place now to inform 
the next wave of policies and zoning, 
exploring all impacts without bias. Economic 
variables to investigate include property value 
changes, new jobs created, gross regional 
product, changes in income, municipal ROI 
and quantity of food produced (2014). Many 
reports including those by Golden, O’Hara 
& Pirog, Hendrickson & Porth and Meenar & 
Hoover, cite the dearth of research on urban 
agriculture’s economic impacts in the U.S. 
context. There is a strong need for research 
to aid cities in executing evidence-based 
approaches to UA (2013; 2013; 2012; 2012). 
O’Hara & Pirog affirm that economic data 
collection is difficult and many economic 
features of urban agriculture and local food 
systems have not been researched. As such, 
planners need to prioritize better data collection 
(2013). 
O’Hara & Pirog warn against leaning too 
heaving on job counts as a measure of 
economic development (2013). Hatfield takes a 
similar position, citing the need to explore non-
numerical measures for success (2012). Lovell 
Taylor suggests that urban agriculture research 
take a participatory approach and consider 
the following: 1) who is growing what and why; 
2) reflecting local interests in the research; 3) 
economic factors that are influencing choices; 
4) institutions involved and their respective 
capacities (2010).
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Urban agriculture is by its very nature 
highly contextual and largely informal, thus 
necessitating the participatory action research 
(PAR) approach. The purposes behind 
neighboring UA projects can lack commonality, 
creating a complicated and nuanced picture. 
The movement’s fragmentation and informal 
development will continue to make obtaining 
empirical data a laborious and challenging 
process into the future. Research must 
further separate commercial from community 
agriculture, further refining the activities and 
potential impacts toward either end. Planning 
for UA will rely on such detailed explorations to 
address real rather than perceived needs, and 
provide needed rather convenient solutions. 
UA’s economic indicators (jobs created, gross 
revenue totals, etc.) are primarily useful for 
building a commercial case for urban growing. 
Such figures are more readily translatable 
to political leaders who ultimately control 
land use decisions and municipal budgets 
and to financial institutions being courted 
for resources. Quantifying social, health and 
environmental indicators for UA will start with 
establishing some standard indicators that will 
likely be assessed using community surveying 
and reporting by organizations engaged in UA. 
Therefore, this should be the focus for planners 
looking to evaluate the existing and potential 
effects of UA on their cities.   
14
Image Credit: Kim Hairston/Baltimore Sun
15
lots, economic hardship and food access 
challenges (Whitten, et. al. 2015). Rawlings-
Blake inherited leadership of Baltimore with a 
population of 620,961 (2010 ACS), a nearly 
34 percent decline from its peak population 
of 940,000 in 1960 (Sherman 2015). The 
shrinking population has left Baltimore more 
than 14,000 vacant lots, 40 percent of which 
are publicly-owned1, and an uphill struggle to 
provide necessary services with 23.7 percent 
of the population at or below 100 percent of the 
federal poverty level (2015 ACS).
According to the BOS, one of the key goals in 
the Baltimore Sustainability Plan is to “establish 
Baltimore as a leader in sustainable, local 
food systems”. The Homegrown Baltimore 
initiative was created in 2013 to outline and 
direct the city’s efforts to increase local food 
supply and consumption in support of this 
goal. Homegrown Baltimore  is comprised of 
three plans: Buy Local, Eat Local and Grow 
Local. Buy Local focuses on connecting local 
food producers with consumers in the city 
of Baltimore through a variety of markets 
including farmers markets and farm-to-
institution initiatives. The overarching goal of 
Buy Local is to address distribution and sales 
of local produce to create viable opportunities 
for area farmers. Eat Local aims to increase 
consumption of local foods through educational 
campaigns and facilitating community 
supported agriculture (CSA) participation 
among Baltimore city employees. Finally, 
Grow Local is the city’s urban agriculture 
plan, intended to chart a path to a “more 
robust urban agriculture sector” for Baltimore 
(2013). Grow Local recommends policies and 
programming needed for urban agriculture 
to thrive. The plan was developed by the 
Baltimore Office of Sustainability staff, with 
input from private, nonprofit and public sector 
stakeholders (BOS 2013). 
1Baltimore Department of Housing & Community Development 2017
Baltimore: Grow Local
Baltimore’s urban agriculture traditions started 
in the late 1800s and mirrored national trends 
throughout the 20th century. According to the 
Baltimore Office of Sustainability, industrial 
migrants to Baltimore were encouraged to grow 
on vacant land as a means of self-sufficiency 
and to help maintaining the city’s esthetics. 
The national movement of WWI Liberty 
Gardens and WWII Victory Gardens was alive 
in Baltimore with approximately 60,000 families 
participating in growing food. In the depths of 
post-industrial decline, Baltimore established its 
Adopt-a-Lot program to address the over 1,000 
vacant lots in the city. Established in May of 
1973, the Adopt-a-Lot program gives residents 
agency over publicly-owned vacant land by 
allowing individuals or groups to “adopt” lots 
for the purpose of establishing gardens or 
recreational spaces. An adoption request is 
submitted to and approved by the Department 
of Housing & Community Development. The 
program still functions today. Another effort, 
the Mayor’s Urban Gardening Taskforce, 
successfully created 33 urban gardens in the 
early 1980s but was defunded and defunct 
within a few years (2013).
Baltimore is approximately three years into 
its latest embrace of urban agriculture, this 
time working to facilitate UA practice through 
a planned approach. This renewed approach 
is rooted in the Baltimore Sustainability 
Plan and the leadership of former mayor, 
Stephanie Rawlings-Blake. According to 
the BOS, the Baltimore Sustainability Plan 
was created in 2006 as part of the city’s 
comprehensive plan. Baltimore established 
the Office of Sustainability as a division 
within the Department of Planning, charged 
with developing and advocating for policies 
that advance the sustainability plan’s goals. 
The BOS also updates and reports on the 
Sustainability Plan. A 21-member Commission 
on Sustainability is the body responsible for 
implementation (2017). In 2012, then-mayor 
Stephanie Rawlings-Blake set her sights on 
urban agriculture as part of a larger strategy to 




This research consisted of three primary 
components: planning and plan analysis, 
indicator status updates and interviews with 
key stakeholders. 
The first component involved analyzing 
and scoring Grow Local against standard 
recommendations for facilitating urban 
agriculture through planning. The goal was 
to understand the quality and thoroughness 
of Baltimore’s plan. First, existing 
recommendations and best practices for 
urban agriculture planning were compiled 
using 1) APA’s Planning Advisory Service 
Report Number 563, Urban Agriculture: 
Growing Healthy, Sustainable Places1; 2) 
UC Sustainable Agriculture Research and 
Education Program’s Urban Agriculture 
Impacts: Social, Health & Economic: A 
Literature Review2; 3) Multifunctional Urban 
Agriculture for Sustainable Land Use Planning 
in the United States3; 4) University of Missouri 
Extension’s Urban Agriculture - Best Practices 
& Possibilities4 and 5) Funder’s Network for 
Smart Growth and Livable Communities’ 
Investing in Healthy, Sustainable Places 
Through Urban Agriculture5. 
Plan components and related policies were 
compared and aggregated into two matrices. 
The first matrix identifies the role of planners 
and the elements of urban agriculture 
facilitation they are recommended to 
undertake. 
1 Hodgson, Kimberley; Caton Campbell, Marcia; Bailkey, Martin. Urban 
Agriculture : Growing Healthy, Sustainable Places. Chicago: American 
Planning Association, 2011. 
2 Golden, Sheila. “Urban Agriculture Impacts: Social, Health, and 
Economic. A Literature Review” November 13, 2013. University of 
California Agriculture & Natural Resources. 
3 Lovell Taylor, Sarah. Multifunctional Urban Agriculture for 
Sustainable Land Use Planning in the United States. Sustainability 
2010, 2, 2499-2522. 
4 Hendrickson, Mary K.; Porth, Mark. Urban Agriculture – Best 
Practices and Possibilities. University of Missouri Extension. Division of 
Applied Sciences. June 2012. 
5 Hodgson, Kimberley; Caton, Marcia; Bailkey, Martin. 
“Investing in Healthy, Sustainable Places through Urban Agriculture”. 
Funders Network for Smart Growth and Livable Communities. 
Translation Paper 5. Edition 2. 2011.
The second matrix identifies persistent issues/
barriers facing UA practitioners that should 
be addressed within urban agriculture plans. 
Next, a scoring rubric was established to 
indicate not only the presence of an element 
or process but also the thoroughness of each 
component. The scoring was based on the 
rubric established by the Planning Advisory 
Service (PAS) for Sustaining Places: Best 
Practices for Comprehensive  Plans6. Possible 
scores ranged from 0 to 3, with 0 representing 
an omission, 1 equaling low, 2 representing 
medium and 3 equaling full inclusion and 
treatment of the component. The original PAS 
rubric offered the option of “n/a” for inapplicable 
elements which was removed from this scoring 
because all recommended elements were 
deemed applicable. Grow Local was then 
analyzed and scored according to criteria in the 
urban agriculture matrices. Scores were tallied 
and divided by the total number of possible 
points to generate an overall percentage score.
The second research component involved 
examining the current state of Grow Local 
policies. Each policy recommendation was 
assigned a performance indicator and 
timeframe for implementation which were 
assessed to gauge progress on plan goals. 
This assessment relied on Baltimore Office of 
Sustainability 2015 annual report (the most 
recent available), data from policy partners, 
primary data from interviews with policy and 
program staff, and additional information 
from interviews with supporting institutions. 
The status of each policy in Grow Local was 
subsequently updated to reflect the current 
status of achievement. Along with each status, 
challenges to implementation were cataloged 
to understand why progress may be stalled for 
some indicators. 
6 Godschalk, David R.; Rouse, David C. Sustaining Places: Best 
Practices for Comprehensive Plans. Chicago: American Planning 
Association, 2015. 
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Finally, key stakeholders were interviewed 
to understand outstanding challenges to 
implementation and the limitations of Grow 
Local. 
An initial list of target interviewees was 
compiled based on organizations named in 
Grow Local as partners in implementation. 
Additional interviewees were identified using 
snowball sampling to solicit participants. 
Eleven individuals from government, nonprofit 
organizations and urban agriculture projects 
participated in interviews.
The following list shows organizations 
represented in the sample:
Baltimore Office of Sustainability
Community Law Center
Parks & People
The Food System Lab at Cylburn (Johns 
Hopkins Center for a Livable Future)







Interviews were conducted over a three 
month period from January through March 
2017. Conversations took place in-person 
and via phone, and lasted between 35 and 
70 minutes each. Questions were scripted; 
however, conversations were loose enough 
that interviewees were encouraged to offer 
additional thoughts or input at multiple points. 
Interviews were transcribed upon completion 
and then coded by topic area and response 
type for further analysis. Follow-up questions 
were answered both by phone and email 
correspondence in instances where additional 
details were needed.




According to the scoring rubric, Grow Local 
is a bronze level plan for supporting urban 
agriculture. It achieved an overall score 
of 74 percent, receiving a total of 111 out 
of 150 possible points for incorporation of 
recommended planning strategies. Grow 
Local earned 46 of 66 points, giving it a 70 
percent score for overall agriculture facilitation 
elements. The strongest facilitation areas are 
the documenting of existing conditions and 
implementation of plan goals. Grow Local 
includes a fairly thorough geospatial analysis 
of vacant land that meets farming suitability 
criteria. Land was identified for both large-scale 
(>1 acre) and small-scale (<1 acre) agricultural 
uses if it was publicly-owned, not a former 
hazardous/toxic waste site, not designated for 
development or as park land, had no/little tree 
coverage, low slopes and was outside of the 
flood line. Thirty-five acres were identified as 
potential large-scale UA sites and 240 acres 
were located for small-scale and temporary 
potential.
The plan frames Baltimore’s UA ecosystem by 
identifying key UA practitioners from across 
sectors and establishing best estimates 
for the total number of agricultural projects 
by typology. Grow Local highlights key 
partnerships for each issue area, making 
it clear that cooperation is of paramount 
importance for success. Notable weaknesses 
relate to influencing the outcomes of private 
development projects through design 
requirements. The only other omission is an 
urban agriculture inventory management plan, 
which will be discussed in greater detail later.
Grow Local scored higher for specific policies 
that address persistent UA barriers. Here, the 
plan received 65 out of 84 total points and a 77 
percent score. Proposed zoning changes touch 
on every major topic discussed in the literature, 
including adding an urban agriculture land use 
category to the zoning code, permitting UA 
uses in all zones except two, allowing auxiliary 
structures on-site, allowing composting and 
the keeping of microlivestock. While issues of 
land and water are treated most completely, 
the city does not go so far as to identify an 
agricultural zone or security concerns in the 
plan. Financial support is addressed but the 
plan falls short of establishing any municipal 
funding policies for practitioners and projects. 
Rather, the policy calls on the city to encourage 
the involvement of private lenders to supply 
capital. The plan is light on technical and 
business training policies. These elements are 
present but aggregated into general support for 
the development of a farm incubator.
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Table 2.1. Grow Local Scoring Matrix 1: Planning Components




A look at the current status of Grow Local 
policies reveals some successes, some delays 
and some revisions. Recurring challenges 
relate to human resource limitations or staff 
capacity, competing departmental priorities 
and unsound recommendations. Every policy 
except the development of a farm incubator 
was estimated to need no more than three 
years to enact. Since the plan’s adoption in 
2013, only 11 recommendations have come 
to fruition or otherwise been reevaluated. 
Implementation for 13 of the 25 Grow Local 
policies are anywhere from one to three years 
behind the projected timeline. The BOS 2015 
Annual Report status updates are in several 
cases inconsistent with the information 
obtained in the course of this study. The 
complete matrix of policies and associated 
details can be found in Appendix A. Here, each 
policy section is discussed separately. 
Land policies shown below in Table 3.1. 
address tenure issues for both community-
oriented growing operations as well as 
commercial endeavors. Policies aimed at 
improving security of tenure for lessees 
has met with mixed results. Baltimore has 
increased land leasing options and, with the 
Homegrown Baltimore Land Leasing Initiative, 
offered longer lease terms at highly subsidized 
rates. Notably, the automatic renewal of 
adopted lots was rejected. In fact, all efforts 
to imbed UA as a protected existing use have 
been thwarted. Community Managed Open 
Space will not be automatically removed 
from the city’s “Vacants to Value” for-sale 
list. Additionally, community farms that are 
incorporated into a land trust managed by 
Baltimore Green Space will not be immune 
from other uses deemed a priority by the 
city. This is not to say that UA’s value is 
unrecognized. Rather, it highlights the view 
of agriculture as an interim activity until the 
emergence of a highest and best use of the 
land. The Department of City Planning and its 
Office of Sustainability are not empowered to 
implement policies. For this, they depend on 
the Department of Housing and Community 
Development (DHCD). BOS and DCP work 
with and on DHCD land and therefore depend 
on the partnership for plans to progress. DHCD 
has dismissed policy elements that diminish 
its agency over land development. Competing 
priorities for a limited resource - land - 
complicates the path forward, even though 
DHCD supports BOS’s goals.
The two policies relating to land sales are fully 
in-place yet have no participants. Policy 1d 
is intended to help small projects - primarily 
community farms - purchase land they 
currently cultivate. And policy 1f is aimed at 
incentivizing land purchases by larger scale 
commercial farms. Interviews with policy 
partners and UA practitioners reveal that it is 
unclear how these policies are helpful without 
financing commitments on the front end to 
purchase land.
Implementation of water policies as outlined 
in table 3.2 has been more problematic than 
those applying to land. Protecting existing 
water infrastructure during demolition is the 
only policy that has been adopted and will be 
in effect going forward. Policies to improve the 
payment process for water access and the 
development of rainwater catchment systems 
have both been abandoned as unnecessary 
or not cost effective. Providing resources to 
sites without water meter pits is of unknown 
status and winter water access options are 
still pending. The Department of Public Works 
(DPW) is the most important governmental 
partner for water-related actions. Here, 
tensions exist in terms of available resources 
but there are no incompatibilities with respect 
to use and purpose.
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Table 3.1. Land Policies & Indicators
Adapted from Homegrown Baltimore: Grow Local
Adapted from Homegrown Baltimore: Grow Local
Table 3.2. Water Policies & Indicators
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Soil policies enumerated in Table 3.3 are 
mixed in terms of implementation success. The 
BOS has successfully established soil safety 
standards and is making those standards 
available to the UA community. Composting is 
moving forward with a new Recreation & Parks 
project to collect residential food scraps and 
redistribute compost to community gardens. 
The BOS is now partnering with the Institute for 
Self Reliance to expand both public and private 
composting across the city. There are two 
commercial composters at work in Baltimore, 
and an unknown number of UA projects 
that are actively composting. In-state soil 
testing is stalled because no local institutional 
partners have the capacity to take on testing 
functions. Increasing equipment availability 
depends entirely on partner departments and 
organizations as well, and those that have 
equipment lack the resources to spare.
Grow Local includes two capital policies, 
shown in table 3.4. These policies have thus 
far turned out to be largely ineffective. The 
BOS has spent $102,859 of bond funding on 
capital improvements for farms and gardens. 
However, research for this study revealed no 
action regarding facilitating funding through 
local lenders. This is important, considering 
the strong literature findings and primary data 
obtained in this study reiterating the extreme 
hurdle posed by capital needs. The funding 
assistance policy language is vague and 
fails to direct action. Support for the Garden 
Irrigation Fund was implemented but has been 
subsequently abandoned. Implementation 
through Parks & People proved to be 
ineffective and project completion required 
too much time. A revised approach is now in 
process with the Department of Public Works 
as the primary implementation partner.
Policies in Table 3.5 relate to human, 
regulatory and technical supports that facilitate 
UA practice. Among this policy subset, the 
revised zoning and animal regulations sailed 
to implementation with the greatest ease. The 
new zoning code was officially adopted in 
December of 2016 and will take effect in
June 2017. The new rules recognize UA as 
a land use category and allow its practice 
in nearly all zones with proper permitting. 
The rules also favorably address auxiliary 
structures, composting and microlivestock 
usage. While no specific barriers came to 
light, passage of these policies has taken 
a lengthy three years. Citizen engagement 
and education will be needed as long as UA 
is a sanctioned activity on the city level. The 
original timeline for this policy was especially 
optimistic. It will likely take many more years 
before Baltimore can refine and begin to track 
the indicators associated with community 
education. The BOS is trying different iterations 
and frequencies of engagement, using focus 
groups to find the most effective strategies. 
Insurance assistance and farm incubator 
policies remain unimplemented but further 
investigation is currently underway. Affordable 
liability coverage is consistently flagged as a 
problem for growers but the BOS found that 
most insurers do not understand the scale 
of urban farming or how to address farmers’ 
needs. As the BOS searches for alternatives, 
farms will continue to be without proper 
coverage. The BOS remains firmly committed 
to the establishment of a farm incubator for 
technical and job training. However, finding a 
suitable site and the best partnerships to make 
the project feasible are persistent barriers to 
this policy. 
Policies calling for dedicated staff positions 
internally at DHCD and externally at a 
partner organization have proven difficult. 
One support position at partner organization 
Parks & People was created and municipally 
funded for over a year. However, the BOS 
abandoned the policy when the contract ended 
in the fall of 2016. Whether the underlying 
issue was quality of services or insufficient 
city funding, the challenge of sustaining a 
support position outside the city government 
is significant. No dedicated UA support 
position was ever created at DHCD. Urban 
agriculture-related activities are wedged into 
the margins of multiple positions but there is no 
designated point person for UA policy needs.          
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To complicate matters, the financial future 
of the BOS is unsecured. The department 
currently has money from unexpended bond 
funding. However, this surplus makes the 
BOS less likely to receive any new funding in 
Fiscal Year 2018 as all spending is tightened to 
balance the municipal budget.
The need for a designated UA staff person 
at the Office of Sustainability is analogous 
to Support Policy 5a. As many as three staff 
people share urban agriculture - related 
responsibilities. Consequently, not unlike 
DHCD, UA activities become a perpetual 
side project and can fall by the wayside when 
staff are at capacity with primary duties. This 
naturally poses a fundamental challenge to 
implementing UA policies.
Table 3.3. Soil Policies & Indicators
Table 3.4. Capital Policies & Indicators
Adapted from Homegrown Baltimore: Grow Local
Adapted from Homegrown Baltimore: Grow Local
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Adapted from Homegrown Baltimore: Grow Local
Table 3.5. Support Policies & Indicators
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the BOS goals (e.g. no houses versus gardens 
scenario). The Department of Recreation and 
Parks has land assets but gaining access to 
that land for UA policy implementation can be 
a gamble. BOS has been waiting for promised 
underutilized land but no right fit has been 
identified yet. The finance department views 
policies in straightforward accounting terms, 
which presents a challenge when looking at 
qualitative values. It also increases barriers 
to incentives like the property tax credit that 
reduce immediate revenue.
Tracking limitations hold back full 
implementation and improvement of policies. 
The BOS has no formal mechanism for 
tracking UA projects. If growing is happening 
on city-owned land, the department would 
theoretically be aware. However, this is not 
the reality. On private land there is currently 
no way to know track projects in real time with 
certainty. The new zoning code will require 
farm permitting, which increases the ease of 
tracking. However, this assumes that growers 
Outstanding Challenges
Interviews with a range of UA stakeholders 
provided the content for these outstanding 
challenges to policy implementation. 
Racial dynamics and community engagement 
are imperative considerations for implementing 
UA policies. Public acceptance and adoption of 
UA strategies depends heavily on community 
buy-in. Winning over the community is often 
a slow process. People are still largely 
unfamiliar with urban farming and it can be 
difficult to assuage their fears. Challenging the 
status quo and addressing unequal access 
to land and resources along racial lines will 
demand greater effort going forward. Unlike 
rural farms, urban farms are very public 
spheres that require a high level of community 
interaction. Baltimore is a majority black city 
where segregation is nothing new. However, 
concern is growing over the disproportionate 
benefits going to white urban farmers. Black 
and white farmers occupy separate spaces 
and congregate in different places. One 
demographic estimate of the Baltimore Farm 
Alliance puts it at 90 percent white. If black 
and white farmers remain segregated, this will 
have policy implications. This is particularly 
challenging for a city government trying to 
serve all its constituents. Community planners 
are an important asset to overcoming this 
challenge. They act as community connectors 
while they work on neighborhood plans and 
talk to residents about urban agriculture.
The importance of interdepartmental dynamics 
cannot be overstated for policy success. 
Getting urban agriculture deeply imbedded at 
DHCD would expedite implementation. DHCD 
understands UA’s value and are on board 
with the BOS mission. However, as discussed 
earlier it is the inherent tension among 
competing use priorities that can lead to stalled 
goals. The Department of Public Works (DPW) 
presents a challenge in that it is less invested 
in the social mission but it is simultaneously an 
easy partner because less difficult in that its 
priorities do not compete with 
Interviewee quotes:
“Baltimore’s best gift to 
urban agriculture was 
to stay out of the way” 
 “Operations must get to 
economies of scale…so 
growers need to get into 
some sort of processing. 
Building an ecosystem 
and connections are 
what’s important.”
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will conform to the rules and permits are only 
required for permanent, ongoing projects so 
short term or temporary growing operations 
may remain under the radar. Smaller scale 
growers have expressed appreciation for the 
informality inherent in Baltimore’s agriculture 
environment. As one interviewee stated, 
“Baltimore’s best gift to urban agriculture was 
to stay out of the way.” Another expressed a 
similar sentiment, saying, “Urban agriculture in 
Baltimore is still quite new and statutes don’t 
really address our needs so we’re making this 
up as we go.” Ongoing informality may be 
desired by some subset of the UA community. 
This could ultimately be a challenge to policies 
geared toward formalizing the practice.
Other metrics will be nearly impossible 
to establish without a project inventory 
management plan. Additionally, the BOS has 
considered setting specific goals such as 
pounds of food produced or dollars value of 
produce sold but no internal metrics are broken 
down to that level of specificity. No clear 
economic metrics have been established yet 
but the BOS hopes to track this in the future.
Financial viability presents an implementation 
barrier on two levels. First, without a committed 
budget, funding for dedicated staff and 
supporting infrastructure become vulnerable 
and risk undermining the agriculture plan. 
The BOS is seeking funds from private and 
quasi-public sources but the city should have 
a baseline commitment to the plan. Grow 
Local’s recommendations require more than 
merely some percentage of one staff person’s 
time. Second, if economic development is a 
serious goal, funding for commercial growers 
and thus cooperation with financial partners 
is paramount. As one commercial grower 
stated, “Operations must get to economies 
of scale…so growers need to get into some 
sort of processing. Building an ecosystem and 
connections are what’s important.” According 
to other growers, financing barriers are holding 
back the creation of economic ecosystems 
rooted in urban agriculture and local food 
systems.
Conclusion 
If Baltimore is determined to be a leader in the 
emerging urban agricultural sector, then Grow 
Local is a good starting point for formalizing 
UA practice. The plan successfully addresses 
the most common physical and legal barriers 
to urban agriculture. Unfortunately, Grow 
Local falls The policies themselves may act 
as a barrier to formalizing UA if the farming 
community is not buying into the city’s efforts. 
Interviewees’ perceptions of Grow Local are 
mixed but many declared skepticism over 
its efficacy based on their knowledge of (or 
lack thereof) and interactions with its policies. 
Several interviewees expressed doubt that UA 
policies are increasing the success of existing 
growers. All participants acknowledged that 
the BOS appeared to be initiating policies 
in a good faith attempt at strengthening and 
expanding UA activities. However, policies that 
fall short of increasing farmers’ ability to secure 
assistance may feed further suspicion of 
municipal efforts to embrace urban agriculture.
The plan is clearly impotent in terms of 
identifying clear financial policies required to 
support urban farming businesses and build a 
strategic economic ecosystem in which UA is a 
thriving component. 
Although Grow Local is strong in general, 
as with any plan the implementation has 
proven complex and iterative, leading to 
slower progress than anticipated at the 
plan’s adoption. Heavy dependence on the 
cooperation of other departments without 
dedicated UA support staff increases the 
vulnerability of Grow Local’s progress. Current 
status of plan indicators reveals that several 
policies were ill-conceived or insufficiently 
researched and were thus abandoned or 
reformulated to better meet their intended 
purposes. 
Grow Local exhibits minimal delineation 
between policies for hobbyists/community 
gardens and policies aimed at businesses 
or commercial-scale non-profit projects. In 
speaking with members of the commercial 
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growing community, it appears that there is 
some confusion regarding for whom the plan’s 
policies are intended. An urban agriculture plan 
may be of limited utility if it catalogs garden and 
farm activity separately but then supplies a set 
of policy recommendations that address all in 
aggregate and as if their needs are the same. 
If economic development is a priority, then it 
is crucial to enumerate more specific paths for 
that particular development path. In the words 
of one interviewee:
 “Urban agriculture is one piece of 
 a very large and complex puzzle. 
 In and of itself it’s not going to 
 fundamentally transform the city 
 but it can fundamentally transform 
 a block. We are pursuing it because 
 it makes senses on paper and solves  
 myriad problems and builds 
 enthusiasm. It brings new people 
 to the city and has a decidedly 
 positive impact but the size of 
 those impacts will only be obvious 
 after the fact.”
As UA researchers have repeatedly noted, 
there is a need now to develop standardized 
metrics for both the qualitative and quantitative 
impacts of UA. Making UA plans and 
policy based solely on estimates and non-
contextual financial projections may mislead 
earnest planning efforts to support what 
is a highly contextual practice. The BOS 
fully acknowledges in its plan that a clear 
community desire for and acceptance of UA 
activity is the first step in assessing UA’s 
appropriateness as a land use strategy. 
Such acceptance will depend largely on the 
tangible opportunities offered to area residents 
and whether those opportunities respond 
to immediate economic and quality-of-life 
needs. This requires committed, long-term 
resources for community engagement and 
ongoing research to begin building empirical 
understanding.
One point that cannot be overemphasized is 
the need for complete ecosystems for 
successful economic activity. Farming is a 
difficult activity under the most favorable of 
circumstances and it is inherently insecure. 
The most successful UA practitioners in the 
interview sample, and those whom I have 
observed outside of the Baltimore context, 
designed their agricultural endeavors as an 
ecosystem wherein growing was one part of 
larger business model. Again, this requires 
access to financial resources and technical 
business expertise. Cities could approach UA 
more like manufacturing or other commercial 
sectors that have potential to create living 
wage jobs but require the heft of city support in 
order to initiate activity.
The adoption of Grow Local is still too recent to 
fairly gauge its impacts. However, research on 
implementation challenges and feedback from 
the farming community shows that a solid plan 
alone is not enough to move the needle on 
urban agriculture. A system of committed staff, 
partners and funding must accompany any 
plan. Planners would be wise to spend extra 
time in plan development understanding the 
degree to which partners could make or break 
policy progress and focus on making the plan 
a joint effort of relevant departments. Without 
a deeper focus on implementation players and 
their respective capacities and commitments, 
planners risk developing gold star plans that 
stay planted on the shelf.
29
Bibliography
Bailkey, Martin. Kaufman, Jerry. “Farming Inside Cities: Entrepreneurial Urban Agriculture in the 
United States”. Lincoln Institute of Land Policy Working Paper. 2000.
Balmer, Kevin; Gill, James; Kaplinger, Heather; Miller, Joe; Peterson, Melissa; Rhoads, Amanda; 
Rosenbloom, Paul; and Wall, Teak, “The Diggable City: Making Urban Agriculture a Planning Priority” 
(2005). Master of Urban and Regional Planning Workshop Projects. Paper 52. http://pdxscholar.
library.pdx.edu/usp_murp/52 
Baltimore City of Legislative Reference. Charter of Baltimore City. Mayor and City Council of 
Baltimore. 2017.
Baltimore Office of Sustainability. Homegrown Baltimore: Grow Local - Baltimore City’s Urban 
Agriculture Plan. November 2013.
Baltimore Office of Sustainability. 2015 Annual Sustainability Report. Accessed December 15, 2016. 
Retrieved from: http://www.baltimoresustainability.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/05/UPDATED_
CS_2015-Final-_June2016-min.pdf 
Barth, Brian. “Agriculture as an Emergent Land Use: Case Studies of Municipal Responsiveness.” 
Zoning Practice August 2014. Issue Number 8. Practice Urban Agriculture. American Planning 
Association.
Born, Branden; Purcell, Mark. “Avoiding the Local Trap – Scale and Food Systems in Planning 
Research”. Journal of Planning Education and Research. 26:195-207. 2006. Association of Collegiate 
Schools of Planning.
Bouvier, Jaime. “Urban Micro-Livestock Ordinances: Regulating Backyard Animal Husbandry”. Zoning 
Practice April 2013. Issue Number 4. Practice Urban Livestock. American Planning Association.
Brown, Katherine H.; Bailkey, Martin; Meares-Cohenm Alison; Nasr, Joe; Smit, Jac; Buchanan, Terri. 
Urban Agriculture and Community Food Security in the United States: Farming from the City Center 
To the Urban Fringe. Prepared by the Urban Agriculture Committee of the Community Food Security 
Coalition February, 2002. http://foodsecurity.org/ua_home.html
Buzogany, Sarah; Freishtat, Holly. Homegrown Baltimore: Cultivating Employee Wellness Through 
CSA Support. Urban Agriculture Magazine. September 2016. Issue 31, 25-26.
Cantrell, Patty; Connor, David; Hamm, Michael. “Eat Fresh and Grow Jobs, Michigan”. C.S. Mott 
Group. Michigan Land Use Institute. September 2006.
Caton, Marcia Campbell. Building a Common Table: The Role for Planning in Community Food 
Systems. (2004). Journal of Planning Education and Research. 23:341-355.
City of Boston. Food Initiatives. (http://www.cityofboston.gov/food/urbanag/) Accessed 11.5.16.
Dawn Thilmany McFadden, David Conner, Steven Deller, David Hughes, Ken Meter, Alfonso 
Morales, Todd Schmit, David Swenson, Allie Bauman, Megan Phillips Goldenberg, Rebecca Hill, 
Becca B.R. Jablonski, and Debra Tropp. The Economics of Local Food Systems: A Toolkit to Guide 
Community Discussions, Assessments, and Choices. U.S. Department of Agriculture, Agricultural 
30
Marketing Service, March 2016. Web. 
Department of Crop Sciences, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Issue 42. Pp. 1283-1294. 
January 2013.
Flournoy, Rebecca; Hagey, Allison; Rice, Solana. “Growing Urban Agriculture: Equitable Strategies 
and Policies for Improving Access to Healthy Food and Revitalizing Communities”. PolicyLink. 2012. 
Accessed at (http://www.policylink.org/find-resources/library/growing-urban-agriculture-equitable-
strategies-and-policies-for-improving-access-to-healthy-food-and-revitalizing-communities). 
Goldstein, Mindy. “Urban Agriculture: A Sixteen City Survey of Urban Agriculture Practices Across the 
Country”. Turner Environmental Law Clinic. Emory University.
Golden, Sheila. “Urban Agriculture Impacts: Social, Health, and Economic. A Literature Review” 
November 13, 2013. University of California Agriculture & Natural Resources.
Greenstein, Rosalind; Jacobson, Amanda; Coulson, Meredith; Morales, Alfonso. Innovations in the 
Pedagogy of Food System Planning. Journal of Planning Education and Research 2015, Vol. 35(4) 
489–500
Hardy, J., Hamm, M., Pirog, R., Fisk, J., Farbman, J., & Fischer, M. (2016). Findings of the 2015 
National Food Hub Survey. East Lansing, MI: Michigan State University Center for Regional Food 
Systems & The Wallace Center at Winrock International. Retrieved from http://foodsystems.msu.edu/
resources/2015-food-hub-survey 
Harwood, Ed. “Warehouses to Urban Farms”. Planetizen. September 27, 2010. (http://www.
planetizen.com/node/46163) 10.15.16
Hatfield, Molly. “City Food Policy and Programs: Lessons Harvested From an Emerging Field”. City of 
Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability. October 2012. (www.portlandoregon.gov/bps/food)
Hendrickson, Mary K.; Porth, Mark. Urban Agriculture – Best Practices and Possibilities. University of 
Missouri Extension. Division of Applied Sciences. June 2012.
Hodgson, Kimberley; Caton Campbell, Marcia; Bailkey, Martin. Urban Agriculture : Growing Healthy, 
Sustainable Places. Chicago, Ill. : American Planning Association, c2011.
Hodgson, Kimberley; Caton, Marcia; Bailkey, Martin. “Investing in Healthy, Sustainable Places 
through Urban Agriculture”. Funders Network for Smart Growth and Livable Communities. Translation 
Paper 5. Edition 2. 2011.
Hoover, B. (2013). White spaces in black and Latino places: Urban agriculture and food sovereignty. 
Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development, 3(4), 109–115. http://dx.doi.
org/10.5304/jafscd.2013.034.014 
Kisner, Corrine. Developing a Sustainable Food System. National League of Cities. City Practice 
Brief. March 2011.
Lovell Taylor, Sarah. Multifunctional Urban Agriculture for Sustainable Land Use Planning in the 
United States. Sustainability 2010, 2, 2499-2522. Retrieved from www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability 
Martinez, Steve, et al. Local Food Systems: Concepts, Impacts, and Issues, ERR 97, U.S. 
Department of Agriculture, Economic Research Service, May 2010.
31
Meenar, M. R., & Hoover, B. M. (2012). Community food security via urban agriculture: 
Understanding people, place, economy, and accessibility from a food justice perspective. Journal of 
Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development, 3(1), 143–160. http://dx.doi.org/10.5304/
jafscd.2012.031.013
Mogk, John. Urban Agriculture: good food, good money, good idea!. OECD Insights. (September 13, 
2010). http://oecdinsights.org/2010/09/13/urban- agriculture-good-food-good-money-good-idea/. 
Morales, Alfonso; Mukherji, Nina. “Zoning for Urban Agriculture”. Zoning Practice March 2010. Issue 
Number 3. Practice Urban Agriculture. American Planning Association.
O’Hara, J. K., & Pirog, R. (2013). Economic impacts of local food systems: Future research priorities. 
Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development, 3(4), 35–42. http://dx.doi.
org/10.5304/jafscd.2013.034.003
Pansing, Cynthia, John Fisk, Michelle Muldoon, Arlin Wasserman, Stacia Kiraly & Tavia Benjamin. 
(2013). North American Food Sector, Part One: Program Scan and Literature Review. Arlington, VA: 
Wallace Center at Winrock International. 
Raja, Samina; Wooten, Heather. Food Systems Planning – An Opportunity for Planners in Private 
Practice. Private Practice Perspectives. 2010. American Planning Association, Private Practice 
Division. Retrieved from: www.planning.org/divisions/privatepractice
Raja, Samina. “Why All Cities Should Have a Department of Food”. The Conversation.com. April 3, 
2015. Accessed October 4, 2016. Retrieved from: http://theconversation.com/why-all-cities-should-
have-a-department-of-food-39462
Raja, Samina; Hoekstra, Femke; Delgado, Cecilia; van Veenhuizen, Rene. Community Involvement in 
Urban Planning and Policy Development to Strengthen City Region Food Systems. Urban Agriculture 
Magazine. September 2016. Issue 31, 4-9.
Raja, Samina; Diao, Chunyuan. Community-Led Uran Agriculture Policy Making: A View from the 
United States. Urban Agriculture Magazine. September 2016. Issue 31, 18-24.
Sherman, Natalie. City Population Shrinks Slightly in New Estimate. Baltimore Sun. March 26, 2015. 
Accessed online March 1, 2017. Retrieved from: http://www.baltimoresun.com/business/bs-bz-
census-20150326-story.html 
Thilbert, Joel. Making Local Planning Work for Urban Agriculture in the North American Context: A 
View from the Ground. Journal of Planning Education and Research 32(3) 349–357. 2012.
Voigt, Kate A. “Pigs in the Backyard or the Barnyard: Removing Zoning Impediments to Urban 
Agriculture”. 38 Boston College Environmental Affairs Law Review. Issue 537. 2010-11. Accessed via 
HeinOnline October 26, 2016.
Whitton, Elizabeth, J. Leccese and K. Hodgson. 2015. Baltimore City, Maryland: A Food in all 
Policies Approach in a Post-Industrial City. In Kimberley Hodgson and Samina Raja (Series Editors), 
Exploring Stories of Innovation. Growing Food Connections Project. 3p. Available on-line at: growing- 
foodconnections.org/research/communities-of-innovation.
32
Wortman, Sam E.; Taylor Lovell, Sarah. “Environmental Challenges Threatening the Growth of Urban 
Agriculture in the United States”. Journal of Environmental Quality.
33
